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Congressional debate on Brazil's new constitution was halted Feb. 10 in an atmosphere of high
emotion and name-calling. The 559 deputies and senators were reportedly meeting in joint
session to discuss and vote on a provision related to property rights. A small opposition bloc of
congresspersons struggled to win the support of 280 members of the majority Brazilian Democratic
Movement Party (PMDB) with the objective of placing the right to property on the same footing
as the right to life in the constitution. A majority of congresspersons were committed instead to
limiting the exercise of individual property rights when the former are damaging to the "general
social welfare." In the event of a significant conflict on language incorporated into the constitution,
special procedures call for the introduction of a new draft within the subsequent 48 hours. Since
Brazil's Carnaval celebrations officially begin Dec. 16, the majority of congresspersons plan to leave
Brasilia on Friday. Consequently, congressional spokespersons said they did not expect debate on
the constitution to resume within the next two weeks. Several deputies demonstrated irritation
with colleagues' comments by resorting to physical blows. Next, it was reported that a conservative
colleague fradulently cast a vote on behalf of Deputy Jose Sarney, the president's son. Deputy
Sarney was not present. Meanwhile, police occupied the headquarters of the Bank of Brasilia
employees union, and the offices of the Partido Trabalhista (Workers Party, based in Sao Paulo) to
seize posters printed by the Brazilian Workers Confederation. The posters showed photographs,
names, telephone numbers and addresses of deputies who voted against the 40-hour work week,
double pay for overtime work, and legislative guarantees for employment stability. (Basic data from
Prensa Latina, 02/10/88)
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